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On July 10 the Senate approved in an 87 to 7 vote, a trade bill amendment designed to require
the administration to take action against countries that consistently deny access to US products.
The proposal would require the president to identify nations that have a "consistent pattern of
trade barriers," while also specifying the major barriers. Subsequently, the US would negotiate
with the countries to reduce these barriers. Next, if the negotiations fail, the administration would
be required to take retaliatory action. The president is given wide discretion to determine the
retaliation, which several senators acknowledged could be a "slap on the wrist." The vote came as
the Senate attempted to complete action on the omnibus trade bill. It was the last major amendment
to the bill, and Democratic and Republican leaders hoped to have a final vote on July 14. After
Senate approval, the bill goes to conference, to work out the differences with a House-approved
trade bill. The Senate's retaliation amendment, which was hammered out after two months of
negotiations, constitutes a major compromise on the issue of unfair trade practices, and is an
alternative to the controversial Gephardt amendment, the retaliatory provision approved in the
House bill. The Senate alternative is considered to be far more moderate than the House provision,
sponsored by Rep. Richard A. Gephardt. The Senate's acceptance of a more moderate version
reflected an attempt to offer a provision more rigorous than current law, but acceptable to the
administration. The Gephardt provision is strongly opposed by the administration, and an official
said Friday that the current Senate version would also attract a veto. White House spokesman
Marlin Fitzwater said that President Reagan still had many major problems with the bill, especially
with the provision the Senate approved on July 9 requiring 60 days notice to employes and local
communities of a plant closing or a mass layoff. This provision would require notice by companies
with 100 or more employes for a plant closing that idles more than 50 employes in a 30-day period,
or a mass layoff of more than a third of a company's employes in a 30-day period. The employes
must be discharged for more than six months. Regarding the plant closing notice, Fitzwater said
it is "anti-competitive and would result in even more plant closings." The Gephardt amendment
requires the administration to act against countries that have built up large trade surpluses with
the US, partially by shutting out US products. First, if negotiations to remove barriers fail, the
administration would retaliate with quotas or fees that equal the dollar value of the trade lost to
the US. Next, the proposal requires that, if the country persists in the unfair trade practices, the
administration must move to reduce the country's trade surplus by 10% a year. The administration
could do this by banning imports or cancelling trade agreements. The president would be given
authority, which Senators described as very broad, to waive the retaliation if it is not in this
country's economic interest. Under the Senate provision, the president also would have waivers,
but in the case of unjustifiable trade practices in violation of trade agreements, they are narrower.
In the Senate proposal, the negotiations and the formal process for determining retaliation would
run concurrently and a decision would have to be made in 19 months. The goal of the legislation is
to reduce all the "major" trade barriers during a three-year period. (Basic data from NEW YORK
TIMES, 07/11/87)
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